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THE NINETEENTH AND EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY SUGAR INDUSTRY
IN THE LAFOURCHE COUNTRY

by John A. Heitmann '

The Lafourche Country’s narrow highways,
characteristic swamplands, and ever present tidal
pools convey to the unfamiliar visitor the feel-
ing of being in a strange and rather mysterious
land far removed from modern technology and
culture.? Yet, this land’s navigable waterways,
favorable climate, and rich soil has long favored
a productive sugar cane industry that has been
neglected by scholars. A careful examination
of the past reveals that the Lafourche Country
sugar Industry ranked as an equal in terms of
innovation and productivity to that of the well-
studied plantations along the Mississippi River
and Bayou Teche. Indeed, both in the past and
in the present, local developments reflected the
dynamic technological and organizational
changes associated with the international sugar
trade. Centered along the banks of the 110 mile-
long Bayou Lafourche and the bayous of Terre-
bonne Parish—Terrebonne, Black, Blue, du
Large, Calliou, and Grand Calliou—this 1mpor-
t.ant sector of the Louisiana Sugar industry has
its historical significance not only statistically
In terms of the amount of sugar produced but
also because of its leaders who did much to pro-
mote and direct the industry during the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries.

Lafourche Country sugar lands were initially
settled during the 1760s by displaced Acadians,
who were subsequently joined by Spaniards from
the Canary Islands and migrants from the Ger-
man coast of the Mississippi River. Settlement
inTerrebonne Parish followed a similar pattern.
The region’s inhabitants quickly developed an
agricultural economy based on corn, rice, and
vegetables. Beginning in the 1820s, a rush for
prime sugar lands dramatically transformed this
rather simple, small-scale farming, way of life.
Between 1828 and 1858, sugar production more
than quadrupled, and in 1861 L.oulsiana pro-
duced a record 264,000 tons of sugar.’

The reason for this boom, which saw the n-
flux of Anglo-American settlers and the consoli-
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dation of agricultural operations to larger and
larger units in the Lafourche Country, were com-
plex and multifaceted. They included the per-
celved relative profitability of sugar versus cot-
ton, the introduction of new, more resistant cane
varieties, and the assured continuance of a high
protective tariff. Consequently, the land rush
radically altered Lafourche Country society as
the boom brought with it a small but wealthy
and influential number of American elites. With
names like Pugh, McCollam, Martin, and
Kittridge, these Americans purchased huge tracts
of land and busily cleared woodlands, dug
ditches, broke ground, and erected magnificent
plantation homes.*

Most significant to this transition was the
introduction of a cane variety suitable to the re-
gion, “ribbon cane,” first planted in the Ameri-
can South in 1814 and in south Loulsiana in
1820.> Having origins in the Dutch colonies and
known as Batarian Striped or Black Java, the rib-
bon cane had characteristic stripes and either a
green and yellow or green and red stalk. Fast
growing and possessing a thick bark, it was ideal
as a cold resistant variety for the sugar planters
of the Lafourche Country.

In addition to the availability of this hardy
cane variety, the promise of profitable returns
tied to the protective tariffs of 1816 and 1828,
coupled with concurrent distress in cotton, con-
vinced many entrepreneurial planters to pull up
stakes and move to the sugar lands of the
Lafourche Country and south Louisiana. In a
very real sense, the Louisiana sugar industry with
its semi-tropical climate and short growing sea-
son has always been dependent upon government
legislation to remain competitive and vibrant
within the international sugar trade. Perhaps this
fact was never more evident than in the antebel-
lum Tariff of 1842. Journalist James DeBow
stated that the Tariff of 1842 caused “to start up,
as 1f by magic, the costly mansion and the mag-
nificent sugar mill” Edward J. Forstall, in an
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1845 pamphlet entitled Agricultural Productions
of Louisiana, was more specific in making a
causal relationship between the tariff and expan-
sion;

The Tariff of 1842 was their
[Louisiana planters’] salvation; it at
once restored confidence, enabled the
planter to improve his sugar works, to
clear and drain his lands. Thousands
of Irishmen were soon seen digging
canals in all directions; engineers put-
ting up new engines, or repairing old
ones—masons, setting sugar kettles
on improved plans. A steam appara-
tus, for the purpose of boiling in vacuo
and producing white sugar direct from
the cane, was put up last year; its suc-
cess was such to induce another
planter to order one. Not less than five
large estates will be working, this year,
on the white sugar system.

Associated with this burst of activity was the in-
troduction and application of new and relatively
sophisticated technology, at first glance incon-
gruous to an agrarian way of life largely depen-
dent upon slave labor.*

The sugar industry was above all an agri-
cultural pursuit, having its own cycles of activi-
ties and tasks that were tied to the months and
seasons. With the conclusion of the Christmas
and New Year holidays, plowing and planting
began in earnest. Customarily, black slaves used
horse drawn plows to cut deep grooves into the
ground. Once the land was broken, workers
placed seed cane, cut in lengths between 2 1/2
and 4 feet, in furrows and then, depending on
conditions, covered them with varying amounts
of soil. By the end of the winter months sugar
cane planting was complete and attention now
shifted to the planting of corn, peas, and pota-
toes. With the coming of summer an important
task for the plantation labor force was in keep-
ing the brush and weeds down. As summer drew
to a close, more and more effort was directed
towards harvest preparations, including the cut-
ting of wood for fuel used in sugar-making op-
erations and the building of molasses barrels and
hogsheads. By mid-October, the harvest and the
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grinding season usually began with workers tak-
ing the sugar cane in carts from the fields to the
sugarhouse. This intense period ended in late
December or early January when the plantation
sugarhouse extracted the sugar from the cane and
converted it to a marketable product.

The manufacture of sugar in Louisiana in
the 1830s generally differed only slightly in
method from the manufacture of sugar in the
French, Spanish, and English Caribbean colo-
nies of the eighteenth century. The process of
converting sugar cane to raw sugar can be di-
vided into five steps: grinding the cane, def-
ecating and purifying the extracted juice, evapo-
rating the juice to a viscous syrup, granulating
the syrup into sugar crystals, and potting (i.e.,
the separation of crystals and molasses by slow
drainage).’

During the 1830s, there were two methods
of grinding the cane: animal and steam power.
In either case, an elevated mill was employed to
allow the juice to run into vats and to leave room
to receive the exhausted cane called bagasse.
The animal-powered mill was usually of a verti-
cal design, consisting of three fluted, interlock-
ing cylinders, each 30 to 40 inches long and 20
to 25 inches in diameter. The oxen, horses, or
mules applied power to the central cylinder of
the mill by means of a lever or beam arrange-
ment. In response to changes in the nature of
the cane, engineers used a system of cross keys
and wedges to make adjustments to the distance
between cylinders.

By the 1830s, steam engines began to sup-
plant animal power. In 1828, only 120 of the
691 sugarhouses in Louisiana employed steam-
powered mills; sixteen years later, 408 of the 762
mills employed the steam engine to crush the
cane. Indeed, in the Lafourche Interior in 1846,
33 of 98 sugar mills were steam-driven; in Ter-
rebonne Parish, 42 of 78 mills used steam rather
than animal power.* The steam-powered mill usu-
ally had its cylinders arranged in a horizontal
configuration. These cylinders, 4 to 5 1/2 feet
long and 25 to 27 inches in diameter, were ar-
ranged triangularly with one cylinder above and
two beneath. A cane carrier, a continuous chain
that was steam-powered, conveyed the 3 to 4 1/2
foot length cane to the mill. The carrier dropped
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the cane into a wooden hopper and gravity car-
ried it to the mill rollers which squeezed the juice
from the cane. After passing through the mill,
the discarded cane was conveyed outside the
sugarhouse by means of an inclined plane.

The mill was a constant source of anxiety
for the planter. In his business, time was cru-
cial: an early frost could lead to financial ruin.
The mill’s operation was uncertain; for example,
if the cane piled up at the entrance between the
first two rollers, the roller shafts often broke sud-
denly. Making matters worse, parts and repair
service were usually found only in New Orleans.
Another problem were the ridges on the cane
shafts—the nodes or joints that determined the
distance set between the mill cylinders. Because
of the varying distances, pressure was often in-
adequate to squeeze all the juice from the cane.
As a result, a great deal of juice was often left in
the cane after its passage through the mill.

The freshly extracted cane juice flowed
through a spout into two large vats, or juice
boxes, made of cypress planks. These vats,
which had a capacity of several hundred gallons,
were located in the mill room (sometimes called
the laboratory), in an area separated from the
boilers. Prior to boiling, a strainer was used to
skim the juice contained in these boxes, thus re-
moving scum, trash, and cane pieces. The juice
was boiled in a consecutive line of large open
kettles that were set in brickwork and arranged
over a furnace. This set of kettles was called a
“battery,” “equipage,” or “kettle train” Each
kettle was of a different capacity—the largest
held from three hundred to five hundred gallons,
and the smallest held seventy to one hundred
gallons. The first and largest kettle was called
the grande. The second was the flambeau, 50
called because the point of the flame touched
the kettle. In the third kettle, or sirop, the juice
was boiled down to the density of syrup. Fi-
nally, in the barterie, or last kettle, the concen-
trated syrup was “struck;” small, almost invis-
ible crystals of sugar formed. At a number of
plantations, a fifth kettle was placed between the
sirop and flambeau. This fifth kettle was called
the proper clear because it was in it that the juice
began to become transparent.

At the beginning of the clarification and
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evaporation step, the contents of the nearly full
grande were brought close to the boiling point,
and the proper defecating agent, usually lime,
was carefully added. Rising to the surface, the
resultant scum was ladled off and discarded. The
water in the juice evaporated, and the resulting
sugar syrup was concentrated during this step.
As the water evaporated, the juice was gradu-
ally ladled by hand into the flambeau. The juice,
tempered again with lime in the flambeau, was
eventually transferred to the sirop, and as it ap-
proached the proper density and quality, was
placed inthe batterie. The syrup, having reached
its striking point in the batterie, was promptly
turned out into the cooler. The last kettle was
then recharged with a fresh supply from the sirop,
and the sirop replenished by the contents of the

flambeau, which in turn was recharged with the

material from the grande. The transfer of juice
from one kettle to another involved the danger
of exposing a nearly empty kettle to the direct
heat of the flame. The remaining liquor would
then be carbonized, producing a lower quality
sugar.

In the last kettle, or batterie, the sugar was
granulated or “struck.”” The sugar maker used a
number of criteria to determine the proper mo-
ment for crystallization. A common practice was
to thrust a wooden-handled copper spoon nto
the batterie. If the syrup had a grained appear-
ance and formed a slowly draining film over the
entire spoon, it was ready for removal to the
cooler. Another method of testing the syrup was
to place a small amount of the boiled juices be-
tween the thumb and forefinger; when drawn out
into a thread, properly boiled syrup would break
dry and rise in a spiral.

The resulting concentrated syrup was placed
in coolers, where it remained for about twenty-
four hours. The crystallized mass was then dug
out and placed in hogsheads (large casks) located
in the draining room. The modern sugarhouses
of the 1830s normally had two draining houses,
located at right angles to the sugarhouse with
connecting doors to the area occupied by the
coolers. The floor consisted of small beams run-
ning crosswise and placed about eighteen inches
apart. The hogsheads were placed on these
beams, and underneath were placed the molas-
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ses cisterns, each covering an area of about
twenty square feet and approximately sixteen to
twenty inches deep. The molasses drained from
three or four holes located in the bottom of the
hogshead. To facilitate drainage, canes were
often loosely stuck into these holes, and, as the
separation of crystallized sugar from molasses
took place, the liquor drained down the sides of
the canes into the cisterns. The by-product mo-
lasses was then set aside, later to be packed in
barrels and sent to market.

Much of the sugar made in the Lafourche
Country was transported to New Orleans in
steamboats that plied Bayou Lafourche during
the 1820s. By the mid-nineteenth century a ca-
nal linking Bayou Terrebonne to Bayou
Lafourche was constructed a few miles south of
Houma, thus facilitating coastal trade in that once
inaccessible region. At the hub of this commer-
cial activity was New Orleans, where hundreds
of hogsheads containing raw sugar were loaded
on steamboats and ocean vessels. Approximately
one-half of the sugar and molasses made in Loui-
siana was sold to western customers. With the
exception of a small quantity consumed in the
local region, the remainder of the product was
shipped to the east coast cities of Boston, New
York, Baltimore, Savannah, or Charleston.’

Throughout the 1840s and 1850s, the sugar
industry in the Lafourche Country experienced
a sustained expansion in terms of lands brought
under cultivation and quality of sugar produced.
However, the dislocations associated with the
Civil War marked the end not only of a way of
life but also of economic prosperity and stabil-
ity to the region. Sugar production in Louisi-
ana, which had peaked at 264,000 tons in 1861,
fell precipitously to 9,950 tons in 1865. The op-
erations of most Lafourche Country sugar plan-
tations were seriously disrupted by the autumn
of 1862, since Federal forces were quick to oc-
cupy a region recognized as being both strategi-
cally and economically of value. With the com-
ing of Federal troops, slaves were quick to drop
their tools and, in several cases, confront former
overseers and masters. The uncertainty and in-
stability of the war years continued to a degree
after the war as well, as three years of tloods
and bad weather after 1865 forced banks like
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the Citizens National Bank of New Orleans to
reluctantly call in loans from overextended and
capital-poor planters. Gloom and despair often
prevailed, as reflected in W. W. Pugh’s comments
in 1865: “My time is hanging very heavily on
hand[;] it 1s like dragging out an existence. All
1s dark and dreary in the future and the present
is no better”” This state of melancholy seemed
justified considering that there was little capital
for repairs and the purchase of new equipment.
During the late 1860s and early 1870s, new
growing areas within the international market,
including Hawaii, Java, and European beet sugar
producers, rapidly eclipsed the Lafourche Coun-
try sugar industry. In the early 1870s, one visi-
tor to Terrebonne Parish observed that a large
number of the once magnificent plantations
“were utterly abandoned. The residences, Ne-
gro quarters and sugarhouses were going to de-
cay, the fences were all gone, the fields were
overgrown with cockle-weeds so dense that the
roads were obliterated by them, and so tall that [
could scarcely see my way over them.” "

Despite what seemed to be insurmountable
obstacles, gradual recovery took place during the
1870s. With the end of the Reconstruction Era
in 1877, a dramatic transformation in terms of
organization and technology began. Reflective
of these changes was the gradual recovery of
sugar production in Louisiana:"

Year Sugar Production
(in 2000 Ib. tons)

1865 10,401

1870 84,413

1875 81,713

1880 136,512

1885 143,313

1890 241,744

The establishment of the Louisiana Sugar
Planters’ Association (LLSPA) was central to the
late nineteenth century modernization of the
Louisiana sugar industry. Several of its key
members were from the Lafourche Country. On
November 20, 1877, sixteen men closely asso-
ciated with the Louisiana sugar interest met in
Ascension Parish planter Duncan Kenner’s New
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Orleans office to discuss impending tariff legis-
lation which called for lowering the sugar du-
ties. As aresult of this first meeting, the organi-
zation published a statement of the purposes and
objectives of the association on November 29,
1877, in the Louisiana Sugar Bowl, a weekly
New Iberia trade newspaper. The LSPA was a
response to the “disastrous situation of the sugar
interests of Louisiana.” It was hoped that an al-
liance of planters would harmonize and concen-
trate the sugar interest. The association would
be similar to other trade associations, “whose
purpose it is to foster the interests of the class
they represent, . . . and they have been found
powerful and efficient agents in securing legis-
lation or other aid in behalf of their constitu-
ents.” The leaders asked: “Shall we, as a class,
remain idle and indifferent, totally unorganized,
trusting only to individual effort to protect our
interests, or shall we, by united and concentrated
association, give greater force and efficiency to
our action?” According to the association’s con-
stitution, its objectives were to improve meth-
ods of cultivation and manufacture of sugar, to
compile statistics on the industry, and to bring
together growers, manutfacturers, and
foundrymen engaged in fabricating machinery
used in the sugar industry,'2

Until its political fragmentation in the 1890s,
the LSPA had notable success in sponsoring fa-
vorable tariff legislation, promoting the role of
science in cane cultivation and sugar manufac-
turing, and vigorously advocating the use of
modern technology. As an organization that rep-
resented the entire Louisiana sugar industry, it
drew its leadership from several quarters, includ-
ing the Lafourche Country. For example, in the
critical tariff rate negotiations of the late 1870s
and early 1880s, Terrebonne Parish planter Tay-
lor Beattie was an important member of the del-
egation that travelled to Washington in 1878 to
negotiate with congressmen and other represen-
tatives of the sugar interest. Louisiana Senator
Randall Lee Gibson of Terrebonne played a key
role in arranging the work of the 1882 Tariff
Commission that ultimately favored local sugar
planters. Subsequently, another planter-politi-
cian with ties to the Lafourche Country, Ed-
ward J. Gay, worked for the sugar interest in Con-
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gress from 1885 to 1889, when he was succeeded
by his son-in-law, Andrew Price, who had previ-
ously managed Gay'’s plantations."

In terms of convincing planters that scien-
tific knowledge was absolutely necessary for
profits in a competitive international market,
T. Mann Cage of Woodlawn Plantation was a
vigorous proponent of scientific agriculture in
the fields and chemical controls in the
sugarhouse. Cage, who had studied chemistry
at Edinburgh University, began a series of well
thought out field experiments employing
welighed quantities of fertilizers, cost account-
ing methods, and the analysis of mill extracts to
illustrate the value of cotton-seed meal as a
source of potash. By 1878, Cage had concluded
from his experiments that a composite of super-
phosphate of lime and the ashes of cotton-seed
hulls was the most economical form of fertilizer
containing soluble ammonia, potash, and phos-
phoric acid. At monthly LSPA meetings in New
Orleans, Cage strongly advocated the use of ra-
tional and scientific methods in planting and
manufacturing, arguing against the often blindly
followed traditions of the past. The message
shared by Cage and fellow LSPA members ob-
viously had many adherents on the grass roots
level as a significant number of Lafourche Coun-
try planters, including H. C. Minor, D. R. Calder,
Louis Guion, James McBride, Louis Bush,Leon
Godchaux, Edmond Lapeyruse, and J. P.
Viguerie, were initial subscribers to the LSPA-
sponsored experiment station established in
1885, a precursor to the Audubon sugar factory
at Louisiana State University.'

In addition to political lobbying and the pro-
motion of science and modern technology, the
LSPA also sought to control the marketing of
Louisiana sugar. Several prominent Lafourche
Country planters and merchants, including David
Calder and Louis Bush, played key roles in es-
tablishing the Louisiana Sugar Exchange in
1883. Calder (1830-1902), a Scotsman who
fought for the Confederacy, conducted a profit-
able business with a large number of planters
and later bought a plantation of his own., Bush,
born in Iberville Parish in 1820, practiced law
in Lafourche Parish before the Civil War and
fought with the 18th Louisiana Infantry Regi-
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ment at Shiloh. In 1872, he opened a commis-
sion business in New Orleans and was an influ-
ential figure in local, state, and national circles."

Organizational developments like the LSPA
on the state level had their counterparts on local
levels as well. For example, in Terrebonne Par-
1sh in December 1886, planter William Schaffer
organized an association modeled after the As-
cension branch of the L.ouisiana Sugar Planters’
Association to deal with problems related to la-
bor, railroad freight rates, and interest and bro-
kerage costs. For the elite planter in the
Lafourche region, organization was perceived to
be power. This power had, as its ultimate goals,
stability and economic prosperity for the planter
class.!®

For the most part, the Latourche Country
sugar industry enjoyed an extended period of
prosperity during the last two decades of the
nineteenth century. For a number of complex
reasons, however, this industrial and economic
momentum did not continue into the first three
decades of the twentieth century. Serious prob-
lems with floods and freezes, adverse legisla-
tion, weakened local leadership, and assaults
from New York refining interests all contributed
to the decline of the local sugar industry. The
collapse of sugar prices in 1920-1921, coupled
with labor shortages and the ravages of mosaic
disease—-red rot and root rot devastated the sugar
region by the mid-1920s—had a number of criti-
cal observers convinced that the century-old
sugar business in the Lafourche Country was
gone forever. Louisiana sugar production had
slipped from 250,000 tons during World War |
to the catastrophic low of only 47,000 tons in
1926. Despite these prophets of doom, the sugar
industry reemerged on the eve of World War II
better equipped and organized. The Lafourche
sugar industry has survived, but it is nonethe-
less dependent upon state and national govern-
ment support for its continued existence in the
complex and intensively competitive interna-
tional sugar trade."
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